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This Masters Project evaluates the impact of Chapel Hill’s Northside Conservation 
District Overlay on the character of development in the Northside neighborhood. The project will 
explore whether the current patterns of development and related behaviors in the Northside 
Conservation District overlay reflect the goals and values that the conservation overlay district 
was designed to promote.  
The Chapel Hill Land Use Management Ordinance describes the objectives and purpose 
of the Northside Neighborhood Conservation District Plan as intended to:  
 
“preserve the history, charm and composition of a proud and historic community; 
promote and protect the diversity and family character of the neighborhood; protect the 
family atmosphere and ensure that all future development is comparable with the 
majority of the neighborhood in scale and function; as properties change ownership, 
make certain that families seeking homeownership have opportunities to buy a home and 
can afford to live in this community; promote more affordable homeownership 
opportunities for low and moderate income families and households; and nurture an 
environment that promotes community interaction and fosters a safe and proud 
neighborhood”1  
 
This project will specifically analyze the NCDO’s success in preserving the “charm and 
composition” and a “family atmosphere” by uncovering whether the overlay district can be 
                                                        
1 Chapel Hill Land Use Management Ordinance; Appendix B Neighborhood Conservation Districts; Division 1 
Northside Neighborhood Conservation District Plan (CD-1); Section 1.2  
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associated with reduction in noise, nuisance, and parking issues from student rentals in the 
neighborhood, and the conservation of housing for lower-income households.  
Literature Review 
Neighborhood Conservation District 
A neighborhood conservation overlay district (henceforth “NCDO”) is a zoning tool that 
is used to preserve or revitalize significant older neighborhoods with zoning regulations beyond 
what is specified in the municipality’s zoning ordinance.2 NCDOs are not a set of particular 
regulations, but rather, are a method of creating regulations that suit the needs of the 
neighborhood.  
NCDOs function similar to historic districts but they are typically used in neighborhoods 
that lack a distinct architectural style or the longevity to qualify as a historic district. NCDOs 
differ from historic districts in that they typically don’t regulate as many design features as a 
historic district would and instead focus on neighborhood character features such as lot size, 
building height, setbacks, streetscapes and tree protection.3  
NCDOs tend to fall within two categories: the historic preservation model or the 
neighborhood planning model. The historic preservation model is used primarily for 
neighborhoods with a concentration of older structures of either a distinct architectural style or of 
a particular time period that do not qualify or have sufficient support for historic district 
protections. These NCDOs are used to protect the physical assets of the neighborhood by 
                                                        
2 Presnc.org (n.d.) 
3 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1006. 
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regulating the changes allowed to the neighborhood that could impact the neighborhood’s 
aesthetic. 4 
In contrast, the neighborhood planning model focuses on protecting a neighborhood’s 
character, typically through zoning regulations on lot coverage, setback requirements, and 
permitted land uses. The neighborhood planning model also relies heavily on neighborhood 
involvement, and works through the development of plans for which neighborhoods can develop 
restrictions and a level of review that is desired by the residents.5 The neighborhood planning 
model gives communities the ability to safeguard their neighborhoods against negative effects 
created from more intensive or incompatible developments, such as a loss of affordable housing.  
 
Comprehensive analyses of the effectiveness of conservation overlay districts in meeting 
their goals is very limited. This is likely due to the fact that conservation district goals, 
restrictions, enforcement and neighborhood context vary so widely. However, there are initial 
reports to suggest that NCDOs can be successful.  
 
A. Lockeland Springs-East End Neighborhood Conservation Zoning - Nashville, 
Tennessee 
 
A representative of the Nashville Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission reported that 
the NCDO in the Lockeland Springs-East End neighborhood resulted in fewer absentee 
landlords, an increase in homeownership and an increase in property values. The 
Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission representative also reported that even though 
                                                        
4 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1006. 
5 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1006. 
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there are still some developments that are not brought through the outlined review 
process, “few owners have flaunted the flexibility of the guidelines by doing work that is 
blatantly inappropriate”.6  
 
This example suggests that though there may be some difficulty with enforcing NCDO 
guidelines, there could be indirect benefits. Even if new construction or renovation 
projects skirt review, the regulations themselves may incentivize the developer to not 
violate its design guidelines.7  
 
B. Governor-Lucas Conservation District, Iowa City, Iowa8 
 
The Governor-Lucas neighborhood in Iowa City, IA bears resemblance to the experience 
of the Northside neighborhood in Chapel Hill. The Governor-Lucas neighborhood is 
located within a mile of the University of Iowa, a public research university with a 
student population of approximately 30,000. The only students who live in on-campus 
housing are incoming freshman, with the remaining students living in surrounding 
neighborhoods. The Governor-Lucas neighborhood is particularly desirable because of its 
close proximity to downtown, a farmer’s market and other neighborhood amenities. This 
locational advantage attracted students to the neighborhood, who were followed by 
investors and developers eager to capitalize on this market. The neighborhood’s 
homeowners formed a grassroots movement to down-zone the neighborhood and to 
                                                        
6 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1007 
7 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1041 
8 McClurg (2011), p. 47-49 
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establish a conservation district to limit the intensity of development and proliferation of 
student rentals in 1985. The new regulations established a minimum lot width 
requirement to convert single-family homes to duplexes (a standard that most homes did 
not meet) thereby restricting increases in density in the neighborhood.  
 
These efforts were coupled with neighbors purchasing rental properties and restoring 
them to single-family homes, and a nuisance abatement ordinance which created rules for 
being a good neighbor.9 Currently, the neighborhood contains a mix of undergraduate 
students, graduate students, young professionals, families and seniors. Residents appear 
to be satisfied with the protections and their impacts on the neighborhood. There are now 
fewer rentals, more community-minded renters, and fewer nuisances associated with 
student rentals. However, like the Lockeland Springs-East End NCDO, there has been 
some difficulty in enforcing the regulations. The fines issued for violating the regulations 
are minimal, and sometimes fail to incentivize developers who are less interested in the 
preservation of the neighborhood to comply. 
 
This example in particular suggests that NCDOs can be effective when coupled with 
additional efforts. The Lockeland Springs-East End achieved desired goals of the NCDO 
when the zoning overlay district was partnered with a quasi-land banking strategy, and 
stricter enforcement of nuisances.  
 
                                                        
9 The nuisance abatement ordinance requires that if a property receives several citations from the police, the landlord 
is required to evict tenants, which caused landlords to be more observant and concerned about the behavior of their 
tenants. 
 7 
Other reports note that Phoenix, Arizona, has seen a decline in incompatible 
developments in residential neighborhoods with NCDOs that are adjacent to high-rise 
commercial developments.10 In Dallas Texas, the Greenland Hills neighborhood 
instituted a NCDO in 2002 in order to discourage the demolition of the neighborhood’s 
characteristic Tudor homes. In their experience, the NCDO did not slow down the pace of 
new construction, but it did ensure that new builds were compatible with the 
neighborhood’s Tudor aesthetic.11  
 
These case studies suggest that Neighborhood Conservation Overlay Districts have seen 
some success, particularly when partnered with other strategies to mitigate incompatible 
development such as land banking strategies. However, they also caution that limitations on 
enforcement of the requirements of the NCDOs challenge its effectiveness.  
As of completion of this report, no studies providing a comprehensive assessment of the 
success of the Northside NCDO have been identified. As noted before, the cost and capacity 
associated with analyzing the effectiveness of the zoning tool is prohibitive. However, several 
studies have reported on components of the relative success of the Northside NCDO.  
There is some evidence to suggest that there has been some reversal of the effects of 
student-driven displacement in Northside. From 2015 – 2016, the Northside neighborhood saw a 
60% reduction in nuisance complaints, and for the first time since 1980 saw a rise in the 
population of African American residents.12 However, these changes are likely due in-part to 
other programs that are also in-place to curb displacement in the neighborhood (discussed further 
                                                        
10 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1041 
11 Lubens, R. & Miller, J. (2002), p. 1002 
12 (2019). NNI Celebration. Retrieved from: https://jacksoncenter.info/nni-celebration/ 
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below). It will be difficult to identify which techniques are ultimately responsible for these 
impacts. 
Furthermore, because such substantial rates of change have already occurred in the 
neighborhood any findings related to the rate of student-driven displacement must consider the 
fact that the rate of student-driven displacement will slow by nature of the fact that much of the 
transition from owner-occupied units to renter-occupied units and transition from family-
occupied units to nonfamily-occupied units has already occurred. This in effect limits the amount 
of change that can occur moving forward. 
Background 
Northside Neighborhood History 
The Northside neighborhood of Chapel Hill, North Carolina is a 188-acre, historically 
African American community located next to Chapel Hill’s downtown and a quarter mile from 
the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill. Originally the neighborhood was a settlement of 
free, southern black families who migrated there during the turn of the 20th century to escape 
violence and the lack of economic opportunities in rural areas.13 However, the community 
steadily grew and became a residential node for black workers who were employed maintaining 
UNC facilities.  
The neighborhood began to change before the turn of the 21st century when UNC 
students began living in the neighborhood due to its relative affordability. Real estate investors, 
too, took interest in the neighborhood, attracted by the growing body of college students, the 
                                                        
13 Marian Cheek Jackson Center (2018) 
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below-average land costs and the close proximity to the university. As a result, the neighborhood 
began to experience rising rent costs, and displacement of long-term residents. The neighborhood 
shifted from primarily owner-occupied bungalows housing black families to student-oriented 
residences akin to rooming houses. This trend caused additional challenges for the neighborhood 
including severe parking shortages due to student vehicles, and overcrowded student rental 
units.14 In addition to these crowding issues, longtime Northside residents found that student 
renters did not respect the character of the neighborhood -- discarding trash in their yards and in 
neighborhood streets and holding loud parties.15 
Changing Demographics16 
U.S. Census Bureau census tract-level data17 from 1970 through 2010 illustrates the 
magnitude of the demographic shifts in the Northside neighborhood. From 1970 to 2010, the 
population of black residents decreased from 1,355 to 697, a decrease of approximately 49%. 
Furthermore, the population of 18-24 year-olds increased from 587 (25%) to 1,629 (56%), a 
result of massive student in-migration to the Northside neighborhood. The share of the 
neighborhood comprised of family households decreased from 86% to 28% as investors bought 
properties and converted them to student rentals, resulting in displacement of families. Finally, 
the owner-occupied share of housing declined from 30% to 17%. These trends reveal massive 
scale changes to the neighborhood in just 40 years. However, the relatively low rates of family 
                                                        
14 McClurg (2011); Hensley (2018) 
15 Scullin (2000)  
16 Social Explorer Tables (SE), Census 1970 on 2010 Geographies, Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau; and Social 
Explorer Tables (SE), Census 2010, Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau 
17 Which became available in 1980 
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households and owner-occupied units in 1970 also demonstrate that substantial shifts happened 
in the neighborhood prior to tract-level data being collected.  
These changes in the neighborhood were produced by a combination of factors that 
pushed out longtime residents and pulled in student renters. Massive apartment complexes were 
being built along the fringes of the neighborhood and single-family homes were converted to 
duplexes, facilitated by a growth in the demand for student rental housing. This created character 
changes in the neighborhood, which pushed out longtime residents who no longer recognized the 
neighborhood or wished to stay in Northside. Northside residents themselves also frequently 
cited the fact that many younger black residents no longer chose to live in the neighborhood due 
to the disappearance of the black business community and shrinking of the black middle class.18 
Beginning in the 1950s, these younger residents began moving to larger cities looking for better 
job opportunities. As a result, they could not make use of the homes that they inherited from 
relatives in Northside, leading them to sell the homes -- often to developers. Meanwhile, UNC 
student enrollment outpaced construction of on-campus housing which continually added 
pressure to the off-campus housing market.19 Furthermore, development pressure in the 
neighborhood drove up property taxes that placed a strain on longtime homeowners, and elderly 
residents in particular, who struggled to maintain their homes and afford higher property taxes.20  
As these factors lead to increases in the value of properties in Northside neighborhood, 
the Chapel Hill community debated what action Town Council should take. Some argued that the 
Town of Chapel Hill should allow high-density private development along Rosemary Street in 
                                                        
18 Stancill (1994)  
19 Scullin (2000)  
20 Gergen & Mayer (2018)  
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order to promote an increase in property values in the Northside neighborhood, such that 
Northside residents could benefit from an increase in their property’s value.21 Others argued that 
the Town of Chapel Hill should limit developments that could further raise property values (and 
therefore property taxes) to a degree that longtime Northside residents could no longer afford 
their homes. To combat student-driven displacement and its associated challenges, a 
Neighborhood Conservation Overlay District was instituted by the Town of Chapel Hill in 2004.  
The Northside NCDO roughly follows the neighborhood planning model discussed in the 
literature review, above. In hopes of curbing the loss of neighborhood character, displacement of 
longtime residents, and the proliferation of student housing and its associated challenges, the 
Chapel Hill Town Council created the Northside Neighborhood Conservation District in 
February of 2004.22 The Northside neighborhood lacked the consistency and style that could 
qualify it as a historic district, and an NCDO gave neighborhood residents desired flexibility to 
renovate their homes and accommodate their family needs. 
However, in the initial years of the NCDO, the designation did not appear to be 
addressing the targeted issues. Developers, eager to take advantage of the affordable land and 
optimal location for students, found ways to skirt the guidelines, such as seeking variances for 
square footage requirements for homes. 23 
Increasingly, residents began organizing in order to voice concerns with the rapid 
development occurring in the neighborhood. This prompted the town Planning Department to 
                                                        
21 As argued by: Allow Northside to benefit from higher values on their homes. (2000, December 31). Chapel Hill 
Herald (NC), p. 5. Retrieved from NewsBank.  
22 Hensley (2018) 
23 Atwater, K. (2019, March 13). Personal Interview 
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analyze the effectiveness and shortcomings of the NCDO. In 2011, the Sustaining OurSelves 
Coalition24 submitted a petition for a development moratorium within the Northside 
neighborhood, in order to allow time to develop a new neighborhood plan to address the NCDO 
shortcomings. The request was granted by a vote of the Town Council in June 2011.  
As a result of the moratorium, no new development occurred in the Northside 
neighborhood from June 21, 2011 through January 31, 2012, during which time the Planning 
Department worked on the Northside Community and Pine Knolls Community Plan. The 
Planning Department engaged community input for the plan through the Sustaining OurSelves 
(SOS) Coalition, comprised of clergy, Northside residents, professors at UNC and other 
neighborhood stakeholders. The completed plan identified six key issues for the Northside 
neighborhood: affordable housing, cultural and historic preservation, enforcement, education and 
outreach, parking and zoning. The Plan also included updated design guidelines to the NCDO in 
order to deter incompatible development. The updates included: decreased maximum footage of 
secondary buildings on single-family lots, decreased maximum size of a single-family house, 
decreased allowable floor area ratio, and a decrease in the maximum number of cars allowed on 
one lot. However, despite these updates, Northside residents still feel pressures from 
development and the threat of displacement.25  
 Chapel Hill and other communities have struggled to evaluate the impact of these 
NCDOs, as it is difficult to determine what would have happened without the regulations in 
place. Additionally, municipalities are challenged by capacity constraints. Defining and 
                                                        
24 A neighborhood advocacy organization that began work in 2009 led by the Marian Cheek Jackson Center for 
Saving and Making History, NAACP, EmPOWERment Inc., St. Paul A.M.E. Church and St. Joseph C.M.E. Church.  
25 Northside and Pine Knolls Community Plan. (January 9, 2012). Town of Chapel Hill and Sustaining OurSelves 
Coalition. Retrieved from: https://www.townofchapelhill.org/home/showdocument?id=11921  
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collecting the metrics to do a comprehensive evaluation of the NCDO would be a burden to town 
staff capacity and town finances.26 However, there is some evidence to suggest that they can 
have a positive impact in stabilizing communities experiencing development pressures.  
Other Initiatives in Northside 
The Northside NCDO goals are currently supported by additional initiatives aimed at 
mitigating student-driven displacement of longtime Northside residents.  
 
Northside Neighborhood Initiative – A partnership between UNC-Chapel Hill, Self Help 
Credit Union27, the Marian Cheek Jackson Center for Saving and Making History28, and 
the Town of Chapel Hill. The initiative is a land banking project, which is conducted by 
Self Help Credit Union through a $3 million no-interest loan from UNC Chapel Hill to  
acquire and strategically resell properties in the Northside neighborhood to fulfil 
community goals. The initiative is carried out with the support of the Jackson Center and 
Northside neighborhood residents.29  
 
Student Leadership Group – A coalition of UNC students who live in the Northside 
neighborhood who support community action in the neighborhood by leading community 
events, organizing fundraising events, pursuing grant opportunities, and engaging other 
                                                        
26 McClurg (2011), p. 52 
27 Self Help Credit Union is a Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI) That provides affordable 
financial services to promote homeownership, grow small businesses, create job opportunities, and support 
revitalization activities. Since 2015, Self Help Credit Union has been a partner organization of the Northside 
Neighborhood Initiative, a partnership that is working to preserve the character of the Northside Neighborhood.  
28 The Marian Cheek Jackson Center for Saving and Making History is a nonprofit organization that works to 
preserve the future of the Northside and Pine Knolls neighborhoods by working with neighbors to serve histories 
through community organizing and advocacy work, and engaging and educating youth.  
29 Townofchapelhill.org (2018) 
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residents of the community, among other tasks. The program is a year-long commitment 
that is organized by the Marian Cheek Jackson Center for Saving and Making History.30   
 
Good Neighbor Initiative – A town-wide initiative sponsored by the Office of Fraternity 
and Sorority Life and Community Involvement at UNC-Chapel Hill. The initiative is 
meant to promote positive relationships between student and non-student neighbors by 
sharing resources and tips on how to be a good neighbor in the community through a 
door-to-door campaign in neighborhoods throughout Chapel Hill and Carrboro.31  
 
Party Registration Program – A program that aims to allow UNC students living in 
single-family neighborhoods in Chapel Hill to register their parties to avoid potential 
citations from law enforcement. The program also provides community members in these 
neighborhoods a mechanism to address noise violations from student parties. The 
program gives students the ability to register a Friday or Saturday night party. If the party 
is registered and a noise complaint is reported, law enforcement will call the registered 
student, issue a warning, and give the student 20 minutes to shut down the party to avoid 
a citation. Since the program’s inception, under most circumstances the police will issue 
citations (not warnings) to unregistered parties with noise complaints.32  
 
These initiatives mirror some of the techniques used by the other communities (described 
above) who saw success in stabilizing neighborhoods through NCDOs, which suggests that 
                                                        
30 Marian Cheek Jackson Center (2018) 
31 Marian Cheek Jackson Center (2018) 
32 UNC Student Affairs. (2019) “Off Campus Student Life.” Retrieved from: 
https://offcampus.unc.edu/resources/party-resources/town-chapel-hill-party-registration-form 
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Chapel Hill may have the institutions in place to see success in reducing student-driven 
displacement in Northside.  
Methods  
This project uses mixed methods to analyze the effectiveness of the NCDO in meeting its 
objectives. Interviews with residents and community development professionals of the Northside 
neighborhood are combined with an analysis of the tax parcel data to shed light on the NCDO’s 
success in protecting the character of the neighborhood.  
Data for permits issued in Chapel Hill was limited to the years 2013 – 2016 at the time of 
data collection. However, twenty-two parcels that were either built or underwent substantial 
renovation after the establishment of the Northside and Pine Knolls Community Plan were 
selected from a combination of Chapel Hill permits data and the Orange County 2018 tax parcel 
data, and are further analyzed.33  
Interviews were conducted with Hudson Vaughn, Senior Director at the Marian Cheek 
Jackson Center for Saving and Making History, and Kathy Atwater, a longtime resident of 
Northside neighborhood with deep family ties to the community. Four additional residents were 
contacted with a request for an interview. One of these residents declined, noting specifically that 
speaking about her experience with student residents and the NCDO upset her.   
One of these longtime residents, Lillian Alston, indicated that while she was aware of 
student parties near her home on Church Street, she never felt that their presence constituted 
nuisance.  She also noted that she had never had any difficulty with students in regards to noise, 
                                                        
33 Substantial reconstruction that was included in this analysis was derived from 2013 – 2016 permits issued by the 
Town of Chapel Hill for additions to homes or demolitions and new single-family residential development.  
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nuisance or trash. Two additional residents were contacted, but never replied to a request for 
interview.  
Findings 
Hudson Vaughn was interviewed about the twenty-two properties selected for further 
analysis (as noted above) and provided general demographic information about the occupants of 
each of the homes34 as well as whether the home is associated with any noise or nuisance 
violations or complaints.  
Of these 22 properties, 13 (59%) are not occupied by student renters. Of the 13 properties 
not occupied by student renters, 8 (62%) are either rented to a family by EmPOWERment, Inc.35 
or were purchased through either Habitat for Humanity or the Northside Neighborhood Initiative 
land bank. Notably, of the twenty-two homes examined only 50% of them followed NCDO 
criteria in terms of floor area ratio. A much larger ratio (82%) were found to be in compliance 
with NCDO regulations in terms of total square footage of the home. However, Vaughan noted 
that the student rental properties that were developed after the adoption of the Northside and Pine 
Knolls Community Plan tended to be designed in such a way as to fit more closely with the 
character of the Northside neighborhood.  
One of the goals of the NCDO was to ensure that the homes built in the neighborhood 
maintained the character of the neighborhood. Prior to the adoption of the Northside-Pine Knolls 
Community Plan, lots that were purchased and transitioned for student rentals tended to have 
significantly more square footage than older, owner-occupied homes in the neighborhood. They 
                                                        
34 Race, tenure, and whether the home was purchase through the land bank.  
35 EmPOWERment Inc. is a Chapel Hill-based nonprofit providing affordable rental housing, homeownership 
counseling and education, community building and organizing, and grassroots economic development.  
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featured simple, box-like designs that were intended to earn the maximum rent possible while 
minimizing the financial investment from the developer. Figures 1 and 2 exemplify the potential 
the NCDO has in maintaining the character of the neighborhood. Figure 1 shows 315 Lindsay 
Street, a property reconstructed and sold prior to the adoption of the Northside Pine Knolls 
Community Plan, with a box-like shape and ample parking. The property is rented to students 
and is associated with noise and nuisance violations as well as violations of parking limits.  
On the other hand, Figure 2 shows 202 Sunset Drive, a mere half mile away and also 
within the Northside NCDO. The exterior of the home is more compatible in both size and 
design with the single-story bungalows that made up the original Northside neighborhood. 
Originally, the home was going to be approximately 2,000 SF with eight bedrooms and an 
outdoor porch facing Rosemary St. – a design with students in mind.36 However, the property 
was built in 2013, after the adoption of the Northside-Pine Knolls Community Plan and as such 
was subject to the requirements of the NCDO. The property is now rented to graduate students 
who are not associated with noise or nuisance complaints. This perhaps suggests that the 
NCDO’s building requirements are successful in attracting more neighborhood-friendly residents 
to student rentals. This is potentially a result of undergraduate students being priced-out of the 
units built after the adoption of the Northside-Pine Knolls Community Plan. Gross inflation-
adjusted rent rates for the Northside neighborhood continued to escalate after 2012, while the 
number of bedrooms was capped at two for new units by the updated design guidelines. The 
result is a growing price per bedroom that may be pricing out undergraduate students from the 
newly-developed Northside properties (see Figure 3).  
                                                        





Figure 1: 315 Lindsay St. 
 
 




Figure 3: Median Gross Rent in Northside, 2009 – 201737 
 
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Averages, 2009 - 2017 
 
More broadly, Vaughan noted that the NCDO can be helpful primarily as a defensive 
tool. It has the power to limit the investment potential of properties in the Northside 
neighborhood by restricting building floor area ratio (and previously, design elements). It also 
can enable the Northside Neighborhood Initiative land banking efforts to be effective by taking 
heat out of the housing market, and allowing the land bank to compete in sales for properties. 
However, Vaughan noted that the real ability to give the community ownership over the 
neighborhood comes from the land bank and other initiatives. Furthermore, the restrictions of the 
NCDO can only be as helpful as the enforcement of the restrictions. Though the Town of Chapel 
Hill has supported neighborhood conservation efforts through creation and adoption of the 
Northside and Pine Knolls Community Plan and the Northside Neighborhood Initiative, 
                                                        
37 Social Explorer Tables (SE), American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 2009 - 2017; U.S. Census Bureau 
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enforcement of the NCDO guidelines has not been prioritized. Additionally, Vaughan predicted 
that the effectiveness of the tool was likely to diminish, given 2015 legislation that strips the 
Town of Chapel Hill of its authority to regulate design elements (as described further, below) as 
well as the ability of developers to identify loopholes and build student-oriented housing despite 
the NCDO.  
 
Longtime Northside resident Kathy Atwater gave a similar account of the effectiveness of 
the NCDO.38 Atwater is a neighbor to two properties that are traditionally rented by UNC 
students on Lindsay Street in the Northside neighborhood: one built after the NCDO was first 
established but prior to the completion of the Northside and Pine Knolls Community Plan (315 
Lindsay Street, see Figure 1), and another that was built after the completion of the Northside 
and Pine Knolls Community Plan (317 Lindsay Street).  
Atwater specifically noted that 315 Lindsay Street initially was associated with 
complaints of noise and nuisances, including loose trash, student parties with loud guests, and 
occasional use of firecrackers. These issues have subsided in recent years, and Atwater attributes 
this to the UNC Party Registry operated by the Student Affairs office and enforcement efforts by 
local police, rather than the NCDO. 
Interestingly, Atwater noted that the residents of 317 Lindsay Street were at least at one 
time graduate students. This fact provides some support to Vaughan’s hypothesis, noted above – 
that the design guidelines produce units that attract a different kind of renter – renters who are 
perhaps less disruptive to the character of the neighborhood.  
Atwater attributes the NCDO with putting a stop to the overdevelopment of Northside 
with homes built out of proportion from the rest of the neighborhood. Furthermore, she credits 
                                                        
38 Atwater, K. (2019, March 13). Personal Interview 
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the NCDO with slowing the growth in the population of student renters. Yet, she also cautions 
that the NCDO protections in the neighborhood came with a cost. She noted that many Northside 
residents feel as though the design guidelines implemented after the establishment of the 
Northside and Pine Knolls Community Plan were too restrictive -- residents were not able to 
build the additions, separate dwelling units, and porches to make full use of their properties.  
Additionally, Atwater notes that the NCDO falls short in some of its other aims. She 
notes that despite parking limits established in the design guidelines it can still be difficult to find 
residential parking in Northside, because parking permits issued by the city allow a permit-
holder to park a vehicle on a range of five streets within the neighborhood (depending on the 
address). She hypothesizes that the City is perhaps issuing more parking permits than it should. 
As a result, neighborhood residents have difficulty finding parking for their own vehicles. This 
has historically also made navigating the neighborhood in larger vehicles a challenge. Atwater 
notes that vehicles being parked on both sides of the street on Caldwell St. have in the past 
prevented City busses from navigating the street.  
Atwater also notes that the NCDO inevitably has loopholes that developers find in order 
to build what they want to build. For this reason, Atwater believes the student engagement is the 
more effective intervention that will produce the greater respect for the community.  
When asked her opinion on what neighborhood conservation success would look like in 
Northside, Atwater said that maintaining the structure of the neighborhood such that it is family-
oriented would constitute success. Specifically, she noted that the neighborhood conservation 
techniques used should provide benefit to the neighbors in maintaining and improving their 
properties in a way that maintains the family character of the neighborhood (such as promoting 
upkeep). She also specified a need to preserve the history of the community. Northside served as 
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home to many of the individuals who built and served the University, the local schools, and the 
hospital.  
 
Future Outcomes  
 
Future success of the NCDO in protecting the character of the neighborhood will be 
challenging moving forward due to changes state legislation and continued pressures on the 
current housing stock.  
Recent legislation passed by the General Assembly (S.L. 2015-86 (S. 25)) 
prohibits cities and counties from adopting zoning ordinances that regulate building design 
elements which are subject to regulation under the North Carolina Residential Code for One- and 
Two-Family Dwellings.39 This legislation means that effective June 19, 2015, limits on design 
restrictions (including exterior building color, exterior cladding material, style or materials of 
roofs and porches, location and architectural styling of windows and doors, locations of rooms 
and interior layout of rooms) for single-family homes, duplexes and townhomes built to the 
single-family code are applied to all zoning ordinances in the state. This has serious implications 
for the power of NCDOs to protect the character of neighborhoods going forward. The Northside 
Neighborhood Conservation District Plan originally specified that a dwelling unit with more than 
two bedrooms and a bathroom to bedroom ratio of 1.0 or greater (unless occupied by a family) 
would be considered a rooming house, which is not permitted. This legislation removes the 
authority of the Town of Chapel Hill to enforce the subdivision of homes to create student-
oriented housing for more than four students. Case studies and interviews both emphasize that 
                                                        
39 S.L. 2015-86 (S. 25). Ncleg.gov (2019)  
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enforcement of NCDO guidelines is critical to their success. This legislation effectively prohibits 
the enforcement of the Northside NCDO design guidelines.  
Furthermore, additional growth in student enrollment without the match in growth in 
student housing, particularly for upperclassmen, will continue to place the burden of housing 
student renters in the neighborhoods surrounding UNC-Chapel Hill (see Figures 4 and 5).  The 
2018 tax parcel data of Orange County indicates that the highest land values per acre, as well as 
the highest total parcel values per acre within the Northside neighborhood are concentrated on 
the southeastern portion of the neighborhood (See Figures 6 and 7), the corner of the 
neighborhood closest to UNC-Chapel Hill. This confirms that the land values in the 
neighborhood are still driven by demand for housing and retail near the university. Growth in 
demand as a result of a growing student body can be expected to increase development pressure 
on the neighborhood, which will continue to make Northside susceptible to student-driven 
displacement. 
 
Figure 4: Total Student Enrollment at UNC-Chapel Hill (2001 – 2018)40 
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Figure 5: UNC-Chapel Hill Enrollment Less On-Campus Housing Units (2001 – 2018)41  
 
Source: UNC Student Affairs, 2018 
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Source: Chapel Hill, NC 2018 GIS Parcel Data 
                                                        
























































































































Figure 7: Total Value Per Acre in Northside Neighborhood43 
 
Source: Chapel Hill, NC 2018 GIS Parcel Data 
Conclusions 
 
The Neighborhood Conservation District Overlay in the Northside neighborhood shows 
signs of having slowed the market of investors converting single family homes to student renter-
oriented housing, allowing community organizations like Marian Cheek Jackson Center, 
EmPOWERment, Inc., and Habitat for Humanity to use a land banking strategy to ensure that 
turnover in the Northside neighborhood generates opportunities for homes to be sold to families 
and low-income households rather than purely investor-developers. In this manner, the NCDO is 
                                                        






















































































































effective in meeting some of the original goals of the overlay – namely, promoting a family 
atmosphere and providing opportunities for affordable homeownership.  
Yet the NCDO will struggle to slow the market in the future given recent state legislation 
that prohibits enforcement of design guidelines that limit the subdivision of bedrooms within a 
home. Without these design standards being enforced, developers may again be incentivized to 
purchase homes and remodel them to be suitable for student-oriented rental units.  
Given the shortcomings in the enforceability of the design guidelines that could produce 
units that attract more neighborhood-conscious renters,  future neighborhood conservation efforts 
should continue to rely on education of student neighbors, the land banking strategy, and 
controlling demand for off-grounds student housing by producing on-grounds housing to suit 
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